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WASHINGTON - The Wa- 


tergate affair keeps coming 
back to the White House door- 
step like an abadoned mutt. 

Presidential press secretary 
Ronald L. Ziegler has tried 
valiantly to ban or mute the 
subject with disdain, weak hu- 
mor, injured innocence and a 
thinly concealed anger. 

When the case was before 
the grand jury and then in the 
courts, Ziegler deflected news- 
men’s questions on the ground 
that the judicial process would 
take its course and it would be 
improper to comment until it 
did. 


THERE WAS a suspicion 
within the White House that 
most of barrages suffered by 
the White House press spokes- 
man were inspired by the pre- 
sidential campaign and the zest 
for politics it uncorked among 


reporters. When President 
Nixon won by an overwhelming" 
majority, the hope was that 
Watergate would be buried 
alongside George McGovern. 

Court convictions were being 
appealed, and that provided' 
some further refuge, adminis- 
tration officials figured. 

And then came the senate 
confirmation hearings of L. 
.Patrick Gray III, nominated by 
the President to be the second 
director of the FBI in its sto- 
ried history, dominated by J. 
Edgar Hoover. 

Gray’s known penchant for 
politics prompted even the pro- 
fessional liberals to laud their 
late nemesis, Hoover, for his 
scruplous nonpartisanship. 

BUT ZIEGLER’S problem 
arises less from Gray’s parti- 
san bents than from the role 
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played by White House em- 
ployes, notably presidential 
counsel John W. Dean III, dur- 
ing the FBI’s investigation last 
year into the bugging and bur- 
glary of the Democrats’ na- 
tional headquarters. 

According to Gray’s testi- 
mony before the Senate 
Judiciary Committee, Dean 
sat in on FBI interviews of 
White House aides, against 
Gray’s personal wishes. Gray 
also recalled that he probably 
complained about it. 

On Tuesday, deputy press 
secretary Gerald Warren con- 
firmed that Dean was present 
during the FBI interviews. 


Warren dismissed it as a tri- 
vial matter, saying that the 
.White House employes re- 
quested Dean’s presence. 

ON WEDNESDAY, Ziegler 
was back at the press room 
rostrum with the intelligence, 
elicited by a question, that he 
had run into Dean in a White 
House corridor and that Dean 
had said he was “not aware of 
any complaint” about his sit- 
ting in while the FBI inter- 
viewed White House staffers. 
Ziegler shrugged off Gray’s re- 
ported displeasure. 

That loosed the floodgates. 
For 40 minutes, Ziegler danced 
around, dodged, diverted ques- 
tions about why Dean sat in. 

He objected to the w T ord “in- 
terrogated” as a character- 
ization of what the FBI did 
with White House types, and 
rejected the suggestion that 
the witnesses might have been 
less than candid in Dean’s 
presence for fear of losing 
their jobs. 


The counsel did no counseling 
said nothing. That conformed 
to what Gray told his Senate 
interrogators. 

Ziegler went on, trying hard 
to stay calm and suave, to in- 
timate that maybe a little poli- 
ticking was involved in the 
Senate confirmation hearing of 
Gray. He noted, when asked 
about Sen. John Tunney’s pro- 
posal that Gray’s nomination 
be held up until after the Wa- 
tergate investigation, that Tun- 
ney was “a Democrat from 
California.” 

Ziegler denied that Dean had 
given FBI material to anyone, 
and when he w'as asked to pro- 
, duce Dean to answer the ques- 
tions, he looked like he had 
been victimized by a brazen 
act of impertinence. 


DEAN’S PRESENCE was 
“pro forma,” Ziegler noted. 



